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A PAEAPHEASE OP THE NINETIETH PSALM. 

By Prof. O. S. Steakns, D. D., 

Newton Theological Institution, Newton Centre, Mass. 



To paraphrase a psalm requires a fourfold process : a careful study of the whole 
psalm in Hebrew, grammatically ; a similar study, exegetically ; an analysis of it ; 
and an historical setting of it. This work being done we are prepared to recast 
the thought into our own language, and reproduce it paraphrastically. Iri the 
following paraphrase I have assumed that even if the Psalm is not of Mosaic 
authorship, it belongs in thought to the last days of the Mosaic era. 

In order that the course of thought may be more clear, I will preface it with an 
analysis of the Psalm. 

GENEEAL SUBJECT. 

The frailty and brevity of human life, as a consequent of sin, a motive to re- 
pentance and obedience. 

SUBJECT UNFOLDED BY REFLECTIONS. 

1. God's eternity is apparent by comparing it with man's mortality and transi- 
toriness, vs., 2-6. 

2. The reason for this transitoriness is the wrath of God against sin, vs. 7-10. 

3. Ignorance of this terrible fact should lead us to pray for true wisdom, vs. 
11-12. 

4. God being the eternal home of his people, notwithstanding he may justly 
cut us off for sin, we may urge our plea for his compassion: (a) to give joy for sor- 
row, (b) to give success to our endeavors, vs. 13-17. 

PSALM XC. 

O Lord, thou hast been the home of thy people in successive generations. Thou 
art the eternal God. Thou art the all-creating God. This globe which men deem 
their home, and which with its ancient hills might seem' to be permanent, compar- 
ed with the generations who live upon it, and pass away from it, is but a thing of 
a day, compared with the eternity of its Creator. It is therefore in the Creator, and 
not in the created, that man must find his true and safe home. And well he may 
when he considers how frail he is. By the flat of his Creator he crumbles quickly 
to dust, and by the flat of the same Creator others appear to take his place. "One 
generation goeth and another cometli," but "thy years know no end." Thou art 
"the same yesterday, to-day, and forever." What in fact is man's duration on 
this permanent globe ? Could he live a thousand years, that period compared 
with God's eternity is like a dream when one awaketh. A thousand years in the 
mind of God glides away as imperceptibly as a yesterday, when it is vanishing, 
irrecoverably gone, and almost unnoticed; yea, more, it is as a watch in the night, 
a third part of the night, wherein one sleeps and wakes, and knows absolutely 
nothing of the passing of time. And this rapidity with which he passes away is 
by thy decree. Thou, O Lord of the universe, sweepest them away as with a 
storm. When thou dost this, they are as a sleep, there is no trace of their exist- 
ence. Or to change the figure, they are like the grass which after a night's invig- 
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orating rain, slioots up fresh, and green, and blossoms, but in reality, soon passes 
away. In the morning it blossoms, and fades, in the evening one mows it down 
and it withers. And so man bursts into life, flourishes a short time, is full of 
vigor and promise, but death soon cuts him down, and he is gone. Surely when 
we consider man's frailty, compared with God's immutability, none but the eter- 
nal God can be a sufiScient refuge. Moreover our case as a people is a peculiar 
one. While man at his best estate is as a sleep compared with thy infinite dura- 
tion, our days have been shortened in consequence of thy wrath against us. We 
clamored for Egypt. We forsook the God of our fathers, and worshiped a calf. 
Massah and Merribah, and Merribah-Kadesh, — temptation and striving, and 
striving repeatedly, have stirred thine anger against us. " We remembered not 
the multitude of thy mercies," but continued to provoke thee. "We envied 
Moses in the camp ; and Aaron the saint of Jehovah." " We joined ourselves to 
Baal-peor and ate the sacrifices of the dead." " Forty years long wast thou griev- 
ed with this generation, and didst say. It is a people that do err in their hearts; 
and they have not known my ways." And as a consequence, we have been con- 
sumed by thine anger, and by thy hot wrath have we been terrified with the dread 
of death. Kor was this causeless. Justly have we met the result of our own sin. 
Thou hast seen us just as we are, and it is because of our iniquities — iniquities, 
the very depths of which, and the inexcusableness of which, were under the gaze 
of thine eye. Yea, though we thought to cover them, and supposed they were so 
low in the abyss of our natures, that they could not be perceived by thee, thou, 
didst cast the revealing light of thyself upon them, as the sun once pierced 
through the misty veil which enclosed our globe, and the pollution which is hid- 
den from the human eye, was quickly manifest to thee. Oh ! how the whole mat- 
ter now seems to us ! So different from our expectations ! All our days have fled 
from us in consequence of, or by means of, thy just, but overflowing wrath. Our 
forty years, nay, our whole life now seems to us but a single thought. The days 
of our years, this life, the sum of it, what is it ? Some of us have had seventy 
years of it. Others by means of unusual vigor, have stayed here seventy and ten 
years. Yet the whole period has been one of anxious toil and nothingness ; for 
its honor and glory, and boasting hopes and terrible vexations, have quickly disap- 
peared, and on the wings of the past we fly into the unknown future. 

Oh ! who can know, so as to thoroughly comprehend, the strength of thy anger 
against sin ? Who can so use this knowledge, as to acquire a heart unto wisdom, 
and secure the prime design of life ? To whom is revealed the strength of thine 
overflowing wrath against sin, so as to beget within him a perpetual reverence for 
thee, such as is thy just due ? Alas ! no one regards thee as the immutable, holy 
God, who can by no means spare the guilty ! We are ever resisting thy just de- 
crees. We deem ourselves the arbiters of our own fortunes, and think that our 
times are in our own hands. " Oh ! That men were wise, that they understood 
this, that they would consider their latter end." But such knowledge is too high 
for us, Unaided by divine enlightenment. Lord I cause us to know in the most 
practical way the number of our days, their brevity, their fleeting nature, their 
vast importance to the final issues of life. Give us, O Lord, the real connection 
between thy wrath and our own mortality, and we will bear the harvest with us, 
and bring the acceptable sacrifice — a heart, where "the fear of the Lord is wis- 
dom, and to depart from evil is understanding." O Jehovah! turn from thine 
anger against us as a people! " Why shall the Egyptians speak in derision of us. 
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saying, for evil hath he brought them out, to slay them among the mountains, and 
to consume them from off the face of the groundr"' Turn back from the heat of 
thine anger, and repent from the evil against thy people. Kemember Abraham 
and Isaac and Jacob, and thy strong, repeated promises, througli them, to bless 
tlie whole earth. Ex. xxxii., 12. How long shall thy fury burn against thy 
chosen servants'? Oh! concerning thine own elect, show thy compassion. A long 
night of fear, discontent and remorse lias been ours. Let a new morning dawn 
upon us. Let the darliness of thy displeasure pass away, and let thy mercy, as 
the food of our souls, revive us, yea, satiate us. We are hvmgry for thy favor. 
Let our hunger be relieved, and we will sing out our gratitude, and be glad, with 
a radiant heart, the remainder of our days. Yes! compensate our sufferings by 
proportioned joys. Let these forty years of sorrow and sad apprehension, find 
their counterpart in our subsequent prosperity. 

We pass away. Soon all the rebellious ones, against whom thine anger was 
kindled will pass away. Though we go, let those who come after us enter into 
thy rest. That is thy purpose. That is thy work of mercy. Let it appear. O, 
thou whom we have called by the majestic name of Lord, and whom now we call 
by thine endearing name Jehovah, and thy name of power Elohim, let thy 
promised work unto thy chosen ones appear, and thy splendor and glory descend 
upon their children. 

O thou ruler of the universe, thou covenant keeping God, thou God of the 
whole earth, our fathers had the pledge, let the fulfilment descend upon their 
children. Let thy promised inheritance be theirs : an inheritance we have for- 
feited. 

But do not, indeed, cast utterly off even us. Let thy condescending loveliness 
and grace descend upon us, who are about to pass away. Let our work, imper- 
fect as it is, and confirmed as it is by our departure, be not fruitless. Yea, the 
work of our hands, establish thou it. Then shall we not have lived in vain, nor 
shall we have died in vain. Then wilt thou prove, that thou hast been the home 
of thy people in all generations, and that thou wilt continue to be their home un- 
til time shall end. 
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On the Study of the Old Testament.— This is an age of knowledge and it must 
in justice be added, in spite of occasional superficiality, an age of widely-diffused 
learning. The Christian believer is liable at any time to discredit the personal 
influence he might otherwise exert, if he exhibit a lack of intelligent acquaintance 
with the varied information which has been brought to bear upon all the subjects 
centreing in the Bible. 

It is no doubt true, that God has no need of our learning, and that he can use 
the simplest and weakest instrument to confound the wisest, but he has still less 
need of our ignorance, and it is for us to offer him the best services at our com- 
mand, 

I wish to plead for a more critical study of the Old Testament, and I address 
myself to two classes of readers : 1) To intelligent laymen and those of the clergy. 



